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Missa Brevis: Christina of Markyate

Christina of Markyate was a twelfth-century recluse who became prioress of
Markyate, near St Albans in Hertfordshire. Determined to devote her life to God
and to remain a virgin, Christina repulsed the sexual advances of the bishop of
Durham. In revenge he arranged her betrothal to a young nobleman but Christina
steadfastly defied her parents and refused to consummate the marriage. Sustained
by visions, she found refuge with the hermit Roger, and lived concealed at Marky-
ate for four years, enduring terrible physical and emotional torment until it was
safe to live openly again.

In this setting of the Missa Brevis, the text of each movement is linked to a period
in Christina’s life.

The Kyrie reflects on Christina's early spiritual awakening at St. Alban's Abbey
which she visited as a teenager. Inspired by the lives of the monks she saw there,
she made a private vow of chastity.

After a terrible series of persecutions by her family, Christina eventually fled her
home and went into hiding at Roger's hermitage. There she endured intense
physical discomfort, was plagued by physical ailments and had vivid and often
very frightening visions. The music of the Gloria depicts this period.

The music of the Sanctus reflects Christina's determination and resolve (echoing
that of earlier in her life; the Kyrie) and the Benedictus the hard times that befell
her family which lead to them eventually begging her forgiveness. At this
resolution she was able to come out of hiding, to get her marriage formally
annulled and to determine her next path (Osanna).

The visions that came to Christina; ecstatic, consolatory, and prophetic are the
subject of the Agnus Dei. Her ecstatic visions were characterized by experiencing
a strong feeling of passion or by the mere presence of God, who was often
imageless. Her consolatory visions were dreams of promises of divine help and her
prophetic visions were a way of her seeing into the future.

Joanna Marsh, November 2014
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This Missa Brevis was commissioned by the Cathedral and Abbey Church of
St. Alban for performance by the cathedral choir during the year of the gooth
anniversary of the consecration of the Norman Abbey Church.

The commissioning of this piece was sponsored by Ghaleb and Herta Farha.
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